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In the face of the worst popular protest in decades, the government retreated from its attempt to kill
off the state-owned electric and telecommunications monopolies. After caving in to the protestors
and agreeing to a lengthy review of the bill, the administration now finds the bill struck down
by the Constitutional Court. The bill (Ley de Transformacion del ICE) passed in the Legislative
Assembly after its first debate on March 20 (see NotiCen, 2000-03-30). It was intended to end the
state monopolies and pump fresh capital into the Instituto Costarricense de Electricidad (ICE).
After weeks of massive and violent protests, the administration withdrew the bill from further
debate pending the outcome of a review by a newly formed special mixed commission. In the midst
of the protests, President Miguel Angel Rodriguez agreed to set up a panel to mediate differences
between the government and protestors. However, the opposition was not interested in mediation
while the bill remained under consideration.
Two weeks of strong public rejection of the bill forced the administration to back down and allow
the formation of the special mixed commission to study changes in the bill. To satisfy the bill's
opponents, legislators would have to be willing to kill or radically alter provisions that permit
construction of power plants in environmentally protected areas and that permit heavy private
investment in ICE which opponents claim is tantamount to privatization.
On April 4, representatives of the administration and the Legislative Assembly met with union
leaders and others from opposition groups. Ombud Sandra Piszk, university rectors, and
representatives of the Catholic Church organized the meeting. The meeting ended with an
agreement that the strikes and demonstrations would be called off and the bill sent to the special
mixed commission of the legislature.
The commission, augmented by a nine-member group with voice but no vote, chosen from the bill's
opponents, will have 150 days to report out proposals for changes in the bill.
President drops in the polls
A CID-Gallup poll taken during the protests showed Rodriguez was paying a heavy price for
supporting the unpopular measure. Forty-seven percent of respondents rated his performance bad
or very bad, 30% thought it was neither good nor bad, and only 12% said it was good or very good.
The poll also showed that 64% judged the ICE bill harmful to the country. The work of the
commission was complicated when the Constitutional Court declared the bill unconstitutional.
The court ruled April 18 that the bill, as voted on in March, contained errors that brought it into
conflict with the Constitution. A full report on the court's objections will go to the Assembly. When
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the commission begins working near the end of April, its first order of business might have to be
deciding if it still has a mandate to review a dead piece of legislation.
Private sector worried about Costa Rica's image
Meanwhile, the protests added to concerns in the private sector that Costa Rica's international
image is suffering. Three highly publicized murders had already raised the issue of public security
and the decline in tourism and foreign investment. Two US tourists, Emily Eagen and Emily Howell,
were found murdered March 13.
On March 28, a taxi driver, Gustavo Zuniga, was found burned to death in the trunk of his car.
Manuel Bustamante, president of the Camara Costarricense de Hoteles, and Ruben Pacheco,
president of the Camara Nacional de Turismo (CANATUR), called for government funding of
a campaign to improve the country's image abroad. [Sources: La Nacion (Costa Rica), 04/09/00,
04/12/00, 04/17/00; Notimex, 04/13/00, 04/14/00, 04/18/00]
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